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For the woman who canceled the wedding,

rebooked the hotel under her own name,

and ordered the good wine.

This one's for you.

"In Italy they take what might be the same ingredients as elsewhere and make something altogether more delicious."

— Elizabeth David

"The most courageous act is still to think for yourself. Aloud."

— Coco Chanel

A NOTE ON TIME

This novel takes place over exactly forty-eight hours, from 4:17 PM on a Thursday in September to 4:17 PM on a Saturday. Each chapter is timestamped. Florence time. The only timeline that matters.
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Chapter One
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Hour Zero

4:17 PM — Villa Luce, Fiesole, Florence

The villa is exactly as advertised, which is the first good thing that has happened to Grace Mercer in eleven days.

She has the photograph from the listing open on her phone as she stands in the doorway and compares: the honey-colored stone, check; the terrace with the view of Florence below, check; the lemon trees in clay pots that are not trying to be ironic about being lemon trees in clay pots, check. The iron bed just visible through the window of the main bedroom, the kitchen with its blue-painted cabinets, the pergola trailing something purple and late-summer fragrant over the outdoor table. Check, check, check.

She drove up from Florence in a rental car that she was not supposed to need because this was supposed to be a honeymoon and Christopher was supposed to do the driving, which she is now categorizing as one of the minor blessings of having called off the wedding nine days ago — she drives better than Christopher anyway and she knows it, and there is something specific and necessary about arriving at a place under your own power rather than being delivered to it.

She sets her bag down on the stone step and takes a full breath of September Tuscany, which smells of sun and dry grass and whatever that flowering thing is, and she thinks: I am going to be fine. I am in Italy. I am thirty-four years old and I am in Italy and I have no husband and no cookbook deal and forty-eight hours in this villa and I am going to be completely, entirely, structurally fine.

She pushes open the front door, which is unlocked as the listing agent said it would be.

There is a man in the kitchen.

He is standing at the blue-painted counter with a glass of wine that is definitively not the wine she bought at the airport, reading something on his phone with the focused attention of someone who has been in this kitchen for long enough to be comfortable in it, wearing the particular combination of good linen shirt and dark trousers that announces: I am a person with an aesthetic and I maintain it even when I believe no one is watching.

He looks up.

He is, objectively, an extremely attractive man. This is information Grace registers and immediately finds inconvenient. He has the kind of face that European literature has been describing for centuries — dark eyes, strong jaw, a mouth that in another context she might describe as cruel and in this context can only describe as immediately annoying. He looks to be late thirties, with the quality of someone who has been handsome for long enough that he has moved through vanity and come out the other side into something more composed.

He looks at her.

She looks at him.

"Ciao," he says, because of course he speaks Italian. Of course he does.

"I have a booking," she says. "For this villa. September 14th through 16th. My name is Grace Mercer and I have a confirmation number."

He sets down his wine with the unhurried precision of a man who does not feel that circumstances require him to hurry. "My name is Marco Voss," he says, in English with an accent that is faintly but unmistakably the product of dual citizenship — German consonants, Italian vowels, something she cannot locate precisely. "And I also have a booking. For this villa. September 14th through 16th." He picks up his phone from the counter and shows her his confirmation email with the patience of a man demonstrating something to someone who is going to disagree with him.

She shows him hers.

They look at each other's emails.

The emails are identical in every detail except the name.

Grace says: "Absolutely not."

Marco says: "I agree entirely."

"I'm calling the agency," she says.

"I already called them," he says. "Twenty minutes ago. They're deeply apologetic. There is no comparable villa available in Florence for the next three days. They've offered a full refund and a hotel in the city, which is"—he glances out the window at the view of Florence below, golden in the late afternoon—"not this."

Grace looks out the window. Florence sits below them in the September light, the dome of the cathedral just visible above the roofline, the whole city arranged like an argument for the existence of beauty. She has planned every hour of this trip — the galleries, the markets, the specific gelateria on Via dei Servi that she has been reading about for three years. She has not planned any of it with a stranger in the kitchen.

"Who are you?" she says.

He looks at her with the faint, controlled expression of a man who is accustomed to being recognized and has strong opinions about whether this is something he ought to enjoy. "Marco Voss," he says again. "I write for—"

"I know what you write for," she says.

Because she does. Because the name Marco Voss is not a name she has ever had the luxury of forgetting, since the morning three years ago when she opened The New Yorker on her phone over coffee and read the review of her cookbook that effectively ended the part of her career she had worked for seven years to build.

She looks at him.

He looks at her.

Something in his expression shifts — a flicker of recognition, or of something adjacent to it, something she cannot yet name.

"You're the cookbook author," he says.

"Grace Mercer," she says. "Author of Sunday Suppers. Which you described as—" she does not need to look it up; she has had it memorized for three years—"technically accomplished but emotionally dishonest. The cookbook equivalent of a first date that goes on too long." She smiles at him with the specific smile she has been practicing for exactly this hypothetical moment. "Hi."
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Chapter Two
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Hours 1–2

5:00 PM — Villa Luce

The negotiation takes forty-five minutes and one glass of his wine, which she pours for herself without asking and which is, she notices with the detached professionalism of someone who has been tasting wine seriously since her culinary school days, extremely good. A Morellino di Scansano, probably 2018, the kind of wine that tastes like the Tuscan hillside has opinions and wants you to hear them.

She does not tell him this. She drinks it and waits.

He is a careful negotiator. She expected this, because a man who writes the way Marco Voss writes — with that particular surgical precision, every word doing exactly the work it is supposed to do and none of the work it isn't — is a man who thinks in terms of structure and leverage and the specific value of what he's offering versus what he's asking for.

"The villa has two bedrooms," he says, which she knows because she read the listing approximately forty times in the eleven days since she canceled the wedding.

"I'm aware," she says.

"We have forty-eight hours before the booking ends. The agency cannot accommodate either of us elsewhere. The hotel option is—"

"Not this," she finishes.

"Not this," he agrees. He looks out at the terrace, at the lemon trees, at the view that is genuinely one of the finest she has ever seen and she has seen a great many views. "I have work to do here. I'm writing about the Fiesole area for a piece. I need to be on this hillside, not in a hotel near the train station."

"I have a trip to take," she says. "A very specific trip. I have forty-eight hours that I have planned in detail and I intend to use all of them."

"Then we're both here," he says.

"Then we're both here," she says.

A pause.

"House rules," she says.

He raises an eyebrow. "You want to establish house rules for a villa we're sharing for forty-eight hours."

"I want to establish house rules for a villa I'm sharing with a man who has never met and whose review of my work I have been mentally arguing with for three years," she says. "Yes. Rules."

Something moves at the corner of his mouth. It is not quite a smile. It is the precursor to a smile, which somehow annoys her more. "All right," he says. "Rules."

"One: we each have our own bedroom and those rooms are private and inviolable."

"Agreed."

"Two: we don't have to spend time together. If we want to be in different parts of the villa or the city, that is entirely acceptable and neither person is required to account for their movements."

"Agreed."

"Three:" she pauses. "We don't talk about the review."

He looks at her. "You brought it up."

"I established it as a fact of our shared history," she says. "There is a difference between acknowledging a fact and discussing it. We acknowledge it. We don't discuss it."

He is quiet for a moment. "Why not?"

"Because I have forty-eight hours in Florence and I'm not going to spend them relitigating a professional grievance," she says. "Even one that cost me a publishing deal."

Something flickers across his face at that. Something that might be the precursor to discomfort, which interests her and which she files away. "All right," he says. "We don't discuss the review."

"Four," she says. "The kitchen is shared. I cook; you cook; we don't comment on each other's choices."

"You're a cookbook author," he says. "You absolutely will comment on my choices."

"I will have opinions," she says. "I won't share them."

That precursor-to-a-smile again, more definite this time. "I don't believe you," he says.

"It doesn't matter whether you believe me," she says. "Those are the rules."

"Fine," he says. "I have one."

"One," she concedes.

"We don't start from hostility," he says. "We can be strangers who are sharing a space. We can be two professionals with a complicated history who happen to be in the same villa. But I'm not going to spend forty-eight hours being managed."

She looks at him across the blue kitchen counter. He is watching her with a directness that is — she will acknowledge it privately — somewhat unusual. Most people look at her and look away; he looks at her and stays.

"That's a high bar for someone who just showed up in my villa," she says.

"Our villa," he says.

She picks up her wine. "Fine
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